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Snyder: Marion Post and the Farm Security Administration in Florida

MARION POST AND THE FARM SECURITY
ADMINISTRATION IN FLORIDA
by ROBERT E. SNYDER

B

1933 and 1940, and continuing through World
War II, President Franklin D. Roosevelt spent billions of
dollars through a number of agencies on a variety of relief and
recovery measures. Persuading Congress and the American
public that mammoth appropriations were necessary to ameliorate the privations suffered by the bottom third of the nation
required a constant lobbying and educational effort. To show
the needs of the ill-housed, ill-fed, and ill-clothed during the
Great Depression, and to record the progress made by the New
Deal, a documentary photography project was established in
1935 in the Resettlement Administration (RA), and became in
1937 part of the newly-created Farm Security Administration
(FSA).1 Under the direction of Roy Stryker, the Historical Section employed nearly thirty photographers, with never more
than six photographers working at any one time because of
budgetary restraints. Despite public complaints that the FSA
was wasting taxpayers’money, criticism that the FSA was taking
silly and irrelevant pictures, and threats to investigate the
philosophy and operation of the FSA, Stryker persevered to
spend nearly $l,000,000 and compiled a file of nearly 270,000
photographs. Today the FSA collection is hailed as one of the
ETWEEN
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CT, 1973).

[457]

Published by STARS, 1986

1

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 65 [1986], No. 4, Art. 5
458

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

great, perhaps the greatest, collection of documentary photographs in the world.2
Over the eight-year life of the project, photographers John
Collier, Howard Hollem, Dorothea Lange, Carl Mydans, Gordon Parks, Marion Post, and Arthur Rothstein visited Florida.
The initial excursions into Florida were brief and at distanced
intervals. The FSA was not only shorthanded and leanly funded,
but Florida was geographically isolated from the rest of the
South and had the reputation of being a tropical paradise.3 FSA
coverage of the Dust Bowl, and the plight of the Okies and
Arkies, came through with such early photographic icons as
Lange’s “Migrant Mother” and Rothstein’s “Dust Storm,” and
provided justification for the social welfare policies of the New
Deal. Photographs of people swimming, sunbathing, and fishing
tended to erode FDR’s characterization of the South as “the
nation’s number one economic problem,” and in the beginning
playland images were frowned upon by the architects of the
welfare state.4
As the FSA file grew in size over the years, and the Roosevelt
coalition increased its confidence with the repeated re-election
of New Dealers to public office, Stryker recognized that the early
emphasis of the Historical Section on the ravages of the Great
Depression had created a distorted picture and nearsighted FSA
file. Increasingly he wanted to play up the positive features of
American life. “Emphasize the idea of abundance, the ‘horn of
plenty’— and pour maple syrup all over it. You know, mix well
with white clouds and put on a sky-blue platter,” Stryker wrote
to Jack Delano. “I know your damn photographer’s soul writhes,
but the hell with it. Do you think I give a damn about a photographer’s soul with Hitler at our doorstep? You are nothing but
2. For an annotated bibliography of works on the FSA, reference can be
made to Penelope Dixon, Photographers of the Farm Security (New York,
1983).
3. Robert E. Snyder, “The Golden Age of Picture Postcards and Florida,”
Journal of Regional Cultures 4 (Spring/Summer 1984), 25-48.
4. For recent symposia focusing on the photographic history and imagery of
Florida, consult Bruce Weber, “The Sun And The Shade: Florida Photography 1885-1983,” Norton Gallery & School of Art, West Palm Beach,
Florida, December 3, 1983; and “The Farm Security Administration: A
Fifty Year Commemorative Symposium,” Daytona Beach Community College, Daytona Beach, Florida, July 8 and 9, 1985, (hereinafter referred to
as “The Sun And The Shade” and “FSA Commemorative Symposium”).
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camera fodder to me.“ Stryker also realized that there were
blind spots in the FSA file. He noted that the agency had extensive coverage of cotton, for example, but not a single photograph showing hands actually picking the crop. Stryker wanted
to fill holes in the file, and he proceeded to add previously
neglected subjects and scenes to shooting lists.6
The FSA photographer who benefited most from the change
in direction, and provided the most extensive coverage of
Florida, was Marion Post. Before joining the FSA in August
1938, Marion had studied with Paul Strand and Ralph Steiner
at the New York Film and Photo League, had done free lance
pieces for national publications, and had worked on the staff of
the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin. 7 Her excursions through
Florida, in 1939, 1940, and 1941, provide insight into the
philosophy of the FSA, the operations of a variety of federal
programs, the trials and tribulations of a female working to
achieve professional recognition, local customs, mores, and attitudes towards women, the technological status of photography,
and major Florida labor and industrial problems.
Roy Stryker was always concerned about female photographers being either hurt, taken advantage of, or misunderstood while out on the road. “I know that you have had a
great deal of experience in the field, and that you are quite
competent to take care of yourself,” he explained to Marion,
“but I do have grave doubts of the advisability of sending you,
for instance, into certain sections of the South. It would not
involve you personally in the least, but, for example, negro
people are put in a very difficult spot when white women attempt to interview or photograph them.” Stryker was especially
concerned about Marion being more vulnerable than the others
because she was single and would travel alone. Despite his many
misgivings, Stryker eventually consented to Marion’s assign5.
6.

7.

Stryker and Wood, In This Proud Land, 16.
Roy Stryker to Marion Post, October 6, 1939. Stryker-Post correspondence
cited is in the Roy Stryker Papers, Photography Archives, University of
Louisville, Louisville, Kentucky. Correspondence from 1924 to 1972 is arranged alphabetically and chronologically by persons and groups.
Julie M. Boddy,“The Farm Security Administration Photographs of Marion Post Wolcott: A Cultural History,” (Ph.D. dissertation, State University
of New York at Buffalo, 1982), passim; Julie M. Boddy, “Photographing
Women: The Farm Security Administration Work of Marion Post Wolcott,” in Lois Scharf and Joan M. Jensen, eds., Decades of Discontent: The
Women’s Movement, 1920-1940 (Westport, CT, 1984), 153-76.
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ments in the South, probably because of her persistence in wanting to go and the FSA’s need for contrast photographs in the
region.8
Marion drove into Florida in January 1939 by way of coastal
Georgia. Her impression of Georgia, with the exception of
Savannah, was “nothingness,” a lot of scrub land, straggly trees,
and livestock wandering around, but little else. She had to keep
on the lookout for animals that wandered on and along the
rural roadsides. She saw many squashed rabbits, chickens, and
dogs, and big beaked vultures cleaning up the carcasses. As Marion approached Jacksonville, she narrowly escaped a serious automobile accident when the rubber casing on a new tire ripped
away and almost threw her Plymouth out of control.9
Marion spent a few days at the Hotel George Washington on
Adams Street in downtown Jacksonville while waiting for a replacement tire and camera repairs. She took her Speed Graphic
to the Eastman Kodak store, reportedly the only one in the
state. She waited for the repairman, who supposedly came in on
afternoons from his full-time job elsewhere, but he did not show
up that day. Marion learned that the repairman was only there
when he could spare the time, and the store usually sent repairs
to the factory in New York. “They told me to try some guy in
Miami, who might be able to do it— maybe.“10
Once her car was fixed, Marion drove South to check on
crops and harvests. Stryker wanted to know more about the
migrant situation, especially if “the photographic possibilities”
were as great as he had been led to believe.” Marion found the
citrus industry around Winter Haven in serious financial condition; oranges were bringing the lowest crate prices ever. Fertilizer for the crop had been purchased on credit, but growers
did not have the money to pay off creditors and could not order
for the next year. A dry “rainy season” forced growers to shoulder the additional expense of irrigating groves. Because of low
prices for oranges and rising indebtedness, growers were not
even bothering to pick the citrus crop. 12 The economic
hardships experienced by the citrus industry had a ripple effect
8.
9.
10.
Il.
12.

Stryker
Post to
Ibid.
Stryker
Post to

to Post, July 14, 1938.
Stryker, January n. d., 1939.
to Post, January 11, 1939.
Stryker, January n. d., 1939.
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as pickers, packing house workers, and truckers were thrown
out of work.
Marion also hoped to capture some child labor scenes in the
strawberry growing area around Plant City. “They have what
they call ‘strawberry school’— all the schools close for the picking
season, so the kids can be in the fields, and then reopen and
continue later in the summer.” However, strawberry farmers
were waiting on the weather to make or break the crop. If it
rained, the strawberry season could peak in three to four weeks;
if it remained dry, the berries would wither away.13
Marion moved southward through the central part of
Florida to the commercial truck farming area around Lake
Okeechobee, Belle Glade, and Homestead. “Most places . . .
didn’t plant an early bean crop because the frost hit them so
badly in the past couple of years,” she reported. “Also the market has been so bad and prices so low, that a lot of crops they’ve
turned under, not bothered to pick!” Marion speculated that
the farms around Homestead and Belle Glade would be reaching their peak picking season in about two or three weeks, depending on the rain, and that she would be able to capture
agriculture scenes then.14
What Marion planned on photographing in and around the
fruit and vegetable packing houses in Florida was more than
just run-of-the-mill working conditions. She intended to go behind the scenes to capture a complete portrait of life in the
fields, the overall “lousy existence” of agricultural labor. “I don’t
mean just showing the various operations of the packing and
grading processes,” she informed Stryker, “I mean the life of
the packing house— the hanging around, the ‘messing around,’
the gambling, the fighting, the ‘sanitary’ conditions, the effects
of the very long work stretch, the rest periods, their ‘lunch’—
etc.” She planned to place these exploited workers on the stage
of the thick and rich muck that supported commercial agriculture, and show how these people were being further displaced
by the “huge, dinosaurian looking bean and pea thrashers”
being introduced by agribusiness.15
Marion talked with some migrants who had come from Missouri to find work. “We ain’t lived like hogs before, but we sure
13. Ibid.
14. Ibid.
15. Ibid.
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Canal Point (vicinity), Florida, January 1939. Photographs in this article are
courtesy of the Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

does now,” a female member of the group remarked. As Marion
prepared to photograph the workers, she noticed that one of
the men did not want to be included. He was embarrassed about
being so poor looking. After some discussion, he agreed with
the women that “it was important that he be photographed” so
that the country could see his true plight.16 Marion learned from
the migrants that commercial fruit and vegetable interests rented
patches of land for $5.00 a month, and the migrants had to
clear a space for living quarters. The pieces of land were usually
so small and the migrants so impoverished, that only temporary
tents, shacks, and lean-tos made out of canvas, corrugated metal,
and scrap wood could be erected. There was no water, electricity, or sanitary facilities. The overall haphazard life of the migrants appeared to be mirrored in their meager possessions— a
table, broom, buckets, vegetable hampers, worn clothing, a
child’s bicycle— strewn about (Plate 1).
16.

Post remarks, “FSA Commemorative Symposium.”
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Belle Glade, Florida, January 1939.

Marion visited with the barefoot child of a migrant family
from Tennessee while the youngster prepared supper. The girl
revealed that her parents were usually away working during the
day, sometimes until two or three o’clock in the morning, and
the children were left to fend for themselves. The burner surface of the stove was cluttered with pots, pans, and a pressing
iron. Food containers were scattered on the makeshift shelves
and dirt floor (Plate 2). Marion talked with some young boys
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Belle Glade, Florida, January 1939.

bringing home swamp rabbits caught in the muck and cane
fields. The swamp rabbits, she was told, comprised their main
source of meat (Plate 3). She observed a patent medicine vendor’s truck parked near a migratory worker’s camp. The different Tom Tom herb tonics displayed on the folding table
suggested that the workers suffered many maladies.
Marion encountered a tailor and cleaner who serviced migrant labor. He was seated in the doorway of his stand beneath
a sign advertising “We Serve Nehi Ice Cold.” Around the shop
could be seen the tools of his trade— scrub tubs, wash table,
bristle brush, soap, and a clothes line (Plate 4). Marion noted on
her tour of the Everglades area how some workers were hauled
by truck along the rural roads to the fields from shelters in
nearby towns and encampments. She saw the way that blacks
and whites, adults and children, had to line up and wait behind
the trucks at the end of the day to get paid, and then were
‘loaded as cattle” into the vehicles, which was very dehumanizing and distressing (Plate 5).
In Homestead, Marion was told that there were fewer tran-
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Lake Harbor (vicinity), Florida, January 1939.

Homestead (vicinity), Florida, February 1939.
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sients there than usual, perhaps about half the regular number.
The early tomato harvest, which consisted of “rock tomatoes”
(tomatoes planted on small sections of high, rocky land during
November and December), was not very good. The growers
would have to wait for the flood waters of the lower glades to
recede in order to plant the next crop. The pickers in Homestead were from Key West, Miami, and nearby towns. “I stuck
my nose in every back yard looking for people living in chicken
coops, and found practically none,” she reported. “Many of the
‘camps’or houses had been taken down, blown down or moved
away, or deserted . . . it was because last season was so bad, for
everyone— many growers, especially the ones from North and
South Carolina who have about 150 acres each, went broke last
year, and didn’t come back. The pickers and packing house
workers had an even worse time of it. This year, the season is a
little late.“17
At Homestead, Marion received a letter from Stryker with
the news that pictures taken earlier in the Carolinas were out of
focus. She, of course, was disappointed; it meant that certain
scenes were lost forever, and some of her present work might
be endangered. She was already distressed over camera shops
in Florida being unable to repair her equipment and provide
replacement parts for even items like batteries. She was also
concerned that heat and humidity might damage the supplies
that she carried around in her car. She relied on personal ingenuity for “methods of ‘insulating’the film.” Whenever possible she left supplies in her dryer and cooler room; on the road
she always tried to park under a tree or in the shade of a tree
or building. The bright Florida sunshine made her bleary eyed,
but since it was impractical to wear sunglasses when photographing, she rested her eyes in the shade for short periods of time.
Just as the windswept top soil of the southwest plains
plagued photographers covering the Dust Bowl, so the rich,
black muck of Florida’s truck farming region exasperated
photographers. The soil was highly caustic, and caused sores on
the faces and eyes of field workers. 18 Marion took special precautions to prevent dust from invading and damaging her equipment and supplies. “It’s an awful struggle to keep this black
muck out of the cameras and film. It’s fine as powder or flour
17.
18.

Post to Stryker, January n. d., 1939.
Post remarks, “FSA Commemorative Symposium.”
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and blows so. Keep everything covered and wrapped up, and
brush and clean everything several times a day and every nite.”
Marion wearily reflected on the time all this took. “By the time
I get that done, my film loaded, the car brushed out, my clothes
shaken out, my underwear scrubbed, the muck out of my hair
and nose and neck and arms and feet— it itches so!— there’s not
much time left for reading.” Marion looked forward to a day
off to relax.19
Stryker recognized and appreciated the many travails that
his photographers were enduring. He tried to keep Marion’s
morale up, and he complimented her through light-hearted
commentary. “I suppose we will have to give you industrial compensation if you get many of these industrial diseases which you
run into,” Stryker remarked. “We really don’t care what black
dust does to you as long as you can work, but I hate like the
devil to see it get into your camera, because it hurts your negatives— the good employer!“20
Because Marion arrived in Florida before most crops were
ready for harvest, the agricultural scenes that she hoped to capture were not ready. Her assignment was a lesson on the importance of timing. The weather could speed up or retard a crop,
even destroy it overnight. When covering agriculture the right
time of the season was as important as the right time of day. “I
don’t see how I can leave Florida for another three or four
weeks, before the middle of February, and get what you want,”
Marion informed Stryker. “One has to hunt for these things,
and they’re not always so close together, and sometimes one
must go back again. Many people are so superstitious— or suspicious— others require or demand explanations, etc.“21 While
waiting for harvest work to pick up, Stryker recommended that
Marion check on “the tourist towns, which will show how the
‘lazy rich’waste their time.“22
Marion was excited by the photographic possibilities of contrasting the affluence some people enjoyed in resorts along the
white sand beaches with the wrenching poverty experienced
only a few miles away in the migrant camps. She headed for
Palm Beach and Miami to capture the “idle rich at play.” She
19.
20.
21.
22.

Post to
Stryker
Post to
Stryker

Stryker, January n. d., 1939.
to Post, February 1, 1939.
Stryker, January n. d., 1939.
to Post, January 13, 1939.
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photographed white patrons enjoying one of Miami Beach’s
grand resort hotels. The parking lot was fringed with palm trees
and filled with late model cars. The beach was crowded with
sunbathers relaxing on beach chairs and blankets, shielded from
the wind-blown sand by canvas screens.
At Hialeah race track, she saw fashionably dressed people
who seemed to have escaped the privations of the Great Depression and anxieties of World War II. She was captivated by the
beauty of the oval track surrounding a thirty-two acre artificial
lake with 200 flamingos, and a grandstand covered by a huge
mass of purple bougainvilleas. Marion also photographed waterfront mansions in an exclusive residential neighborhood in
Miami and the pleasure boats docked along the tranquil waterways.
Marion found that photographing certain scenes could be
dangerous. While trying to photograph a gambling establishment she had her film confiscated, and was ordered to “get out
and stay out.” “They were annoyed that I felt I could get away
with it because I was a woman, which was exactly what I was
trying to do.” Marion had similar encounters elsewhere. It is
difficult to document all of these; she discussed some over the
telephone, and for others only one side of the correspondence
remains. “You certainly have had your run of bad luck! It was
a bit exciting, though. I would like to have been around the
corner when you got the grapefruit in the back of the neck!,”
Stryker commented on one particular incident. “What a damn
shame you lost the pictures in the gambling joint. Well, better
luck next time. We will have a special camera made for you that
you can pin on the front of your dress— one that looks like a
beautiful diamond studded brooch, and then you can fool
them!“23
There were various humanitarian groups in the 1930s dedicated to exposing the exploitation of industrial and agricultural
workers. Stryker placed Edith Lowry, who was associated with
the Federal Council of Churches, in touch with Marion. Miss
Lowry had been promoting a monograph entitled They Starve
That We May Eat. She was committed to informing church
groups about the workers who were hungry, ragged, and homeless.24
23.
24.

Ibid., March 18, 1939.
Ibid., January 26, 1939.
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Stryker cautioned Marion to be very circumspect in her “missionary job” with Miss Lowry, because the whole topic of agricultural labor was a volatile political issue. Wisconsin Senator
Robert LaFollette’s hearings on the exploitation and abuses of
workers had produced damning information against several big
agricultural interests. Politicians were being flooded with
thousands of letters and telegrams from outraged citizens, and
they were very sensitive and jittery about the repercussions.
Stryker was concerned that individuals like Miss Lowry might
stampede their groups into mass action that could threaten his
projects.25
Marion went to Palm Beach to meet Miss Lowry, and waited
for her while she attended some meeting and had tea, even
though Marion had wired a mutually convenient time to her
several days in advance. That evening they discussed their work,
and arrangements were made for Miss Lowry to come to Belle
Glade the next weekend with two other women because she did
not have her own car. Marion took them to visit families, doctors, nurses, and other pertinent social service people. “Maybe
I’m intolerant in my own way, and I suppose these women are
at least aware of a few more things and interested and active,
but god damn it I can’t stand their approach to problems or
their unrealistic and sentimental way of handling it. After a
whole day of that crap and listening to their playing Jesus I
could just plain puke. Just a little daily bible reading for the
kiddies and a service on Sunday for all the folks.” Worried that
the religious message and the intensity of their delivery might
have harmed her relations in the field, Marion advised people
that there was no connection between her and Miss Lowry and
they were not working together. Not wishing to be associated
with Miss Lowry any longer, Marion advised her that they could
not travel together because the weather had altered her itinerary.26 Stryker found Marion’s encounter with Edith Lowry a
hilarious situation. “It just goes to prove my theory that once
you get in the services of God, you seldom are ever able to free
yourself of those damnable traits. Some do, but not many.” He
promised to refrain from imposing such people on her in the
future.“’
25. Ibid., February 1, 1939.
26. Post to Stryker, January n. d., 1939.
27. Stryker to Post, February 10, 1939.
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Nonetheless, Miss Lowry travelled with Marion another day,
and the photographer made her work. She persuaded Miss
Lowry to carry a heavy package of camera filters, flashbulbs,
and film pack magazines, and she introduced her to “a fat and
ribald and lusty doctor who likes his liquor and [he] told her a
few things in plain English.” By the end of the day, Marion
perceived that Miss Lowry’s “shining light was diminished
slightly.“28
It was cold and damp in Florida in late January and early
February 1939. “There’s no heat in these (homes) or hotels
down here so when it does get cold it seems much worse. The
changes are so sudden and extreme. Every one now has a cold
or grippe— so far I haven’t succumbed seriously. Just sort of
sniffling.“29 The weather provided Marion with an excuse for
wearing slacks. She had been mistaken for a gypsy in South
Carolina because of her brightly colored outfits, bandana scarf,
and dangling earrings. “I am glad that you have now learned
that you can’t depend on the wiles of femininity when you are
in the wilds of the South,” Stryker admonished her. “Colorful
bandanas and brightly colored dresses, etc., aren’t part of our
photographer’s equipment. The closer you keep to what the
great back-country recognizes as the normal dress for women,
the better you are going to succeed as a photographer. I know
this will probably make you mad, but I can tell you another
thing— that slacks aren’t part of your attire when you are in the
back-country. You are a woman, and a woman can’t never be a
man!“30 Still smarting over the reprimand, Marion saw opportunities in Florida for challenging the dress code and sexist attitude of her boss. “About slacks— you can’t make me mad. I
learned you can’t wear them in the stix when I was in Tennessee,
etc., a couple of years ago— But— Florida, in most sections— is an
exception. Everyone wears them— idle rich, winter and year
round residents, migrants and negroes.“31
The severe weather caused considerable crop damage in
southern Florida. Three successive nights of frost around Belle
Glade killed a large crop of English peas, beans, and tomatoes.
Celery and cabbage were hearty enough to survive, and the
28.
29.
30.
31.

Post to Stryker, January n. d., 1939.
Ibid., February 24, 1939.
Stryker to Post, January 13, 1939.
Post to Stryker, January n. d., 1939.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol65/iss4/5

14

Snyder: Marion Post and the Farm Security Administration in Florida

MARION POST

471

sugar cane escaped with only a burn. “What a gamble it all is— a
freeze or flood wipes out everything over nite, and a big farmer
worth thousands is suddenly flat broke and stays that way for a
couple of years; at present the Mayor of Belle Glade is one of
these. Some of the smaller farmers just lose everything and
either don’t come back, or don’t even come up for air again.”
During the peak of the harvest, packing house workers
would labor up to eighteen hours per day with only fifteen-minute rest breaks every three hours. Because of the freeze, most
packing houses had to close down, “a couple of them working
maybe 45 minutes or 1 l/2 hours a day, or a couple of hours
twice a week. A woman the other day told how she’d been waiting around the packing house all day long. They were told
there’d be some work, finally something came in and she got 9
minutes work.” Some of the transients left for Homestead to find
work, but others stayed, hoping that in six weeks things would
get going again. “There’s good material for me here, conditions
are awful at all times.“32
Marion talked with a migrant family that was stranded in
Florida. The mother was thirty-two years old; she had given
birth to eleven children, but only six were still living. The baby
was sick with what was thought to be colitis, and the family could
not find any work because of the recent crop losses. “We’ve
been lots of places,” one of the youngsters confided in Marion.
“I don’t like it here so well, but I reckon we’ll have to stay a
smart while. My daddy had to turn back the car. He paid a lot
off on it, but he didn’t get enough work here. Now we can’t go
no where else.“33
Marion decided to go to Alabama and Georgia for a month,
and then return to Florida to photograph the rush of the picking and packing season. The peak of the harvest was entirely
different from the rest of the crop year. Not only would the
transients, who migrated to different parts of the country following the various crops, return to Florida en masse, but
everyone would have that tired and exhausted look. “Of course
even the town of Belle Glade, which is like no other in Florida
anyway, has a completely different aspect when the crops are
coming in and the transient labor is here and trucks and car32. Ibid.
33. Post remarks, “FSA Commemorative Symposium.”
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loads of pickers in the streets. I want to get the people, mostly
women, working in the packing houses until 2 and 3 A.M.”34
Marion returned to Florida in the spring of 1940. In June
she reported that a migrant camp near Lake Okeechobee had
been waiting for landscape workers for nearly one month. During the delay the grass had grown so high that it was a serious
hazard to traverse, and insect infestation had increased. Marion
also discovered that camp housing was not properly designed
for Florida’s climate. “Consequently the people are prostrate
from the heat, poor ventilation in those tin and metal shelters,
(cold in winter), and holes and cracks for mosquitoes and flies
by the millions, and screening too large so that the special little
biting gnats, that chew around one’s eyes, nose and mouth, can
come right thru. It’s really disgusting. Every place (project) and
T. P. I visit its the same story— something fundamentally wrong
with the original planning, construction, or set up, causing the
whole program to suffer. It’s a mess, isn’t it time they got over
some of the experimental stages at least? They make enough
surveys and investigations and studies and recommendations.
No wonder people get exasperated, critical.“35
Marion focused more on the camp itself than the crop harvesting. She added to her coverage of the migrant camp by
flying over the site. A project engineer persuaded a local pilot
to take her up in his crop duster. The only time that the pilot
could accommodate her, however, was at noon on a very windy
day. “It was just a small dusting plane and I felt awfully seasick
after just a short time,” Marion recounted. “He said it was too
bad to stay up and he didn’t want to risk it.” Marion returned
to more stable photographic terrain on earth, gave the pilot
$1.00 for his services, and left Florida.36
Marion’s last coverage of Florida was in the period from
December 1940, to February 1941. She spent the Christmas and
New Year holidays in the Jacksonville— St. Augustine area before
leaving the state. Although Stryker congratulated her on work
done recently, he lamented how much traveling his photographers had to do. “All in all it is very excellent coverage . . .
but I do wish each of you could have had more time in one spot.
The work done would be much more adequate.“37 During Jan34.
35.
36.
37.

Post to Stryker, January n. d., 1939.
Ibid., June/July n. d., 1940.
Ibid., July 28, 29, 1940.
Stryker to Post, December 27, 1940.
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Sarasota (vicinity), Florida, January 1941.

uary 1941, Marion moved back into the Gulf coast of Florida.
In the trailer camps in Sarasota she photographed older people
participating in club meetings, bicycling around parks, and picnicking on sand keys. Near Sarasota she met a Mennonite couple
who came from Pennsylvania to observe Florida’s agricultural
methods, and were scrutinizing the canal irrigation of fertile flat
land and rows of truck crops (Plate 6). A cold spell in January
caused Marion to cable Stryker: “Am fingerless, toeless, earless
. . . even my camera pities itself. . . will need at least one month
in Florida to recuperate.“38
38.

Post to Stryker, January 27, 1941.
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Pahokee, Florida, February 1941.

Marion continued on to Belle Glade in February 1941 for
coverage of the Osceola and Pahokee migrant camps. She saw
the decrepit two-story clapboard shacks that migrants rented
for living quarters. The buildings were weather-beaten, without
glass windows and screen doors, yet carefully numbered by
landlords to keep track of the occupants. The numerals constituted the only paint found on the entire building. Marion derisively captioned her photograph of one rundown and ramshackle hovel the “Pahokee Hotel” (Plate 7). She went into a
“juke joint” where there were several black workers. The bar
was crowded with patrons, and the shelves stocked with whiskey
(Plate 8).
Living out of a suitcase, eating in local restaurants, moving
from one town to the next day-after-day was difficult for Marion. “In general I’m most tired of the strain of continually adjusting to new people, making conversation, getting acquainted,
being polite and diplomatic when necessary,” Marion wrote. “In
particular I’m sick of people telling me that the cabin or room
costs the same for one as it does for two, of listening to people,
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South Central Florida, February 1941.

or the ‘call’girl making love in the adjoining room. Or of hearing everyone’s bathroom habits, hangovers, and fights through
the ventilator.“39 Eventually the road work became too much for
Marion, and she resigned from the FSA in February 1942.
Since Marion had joined the FSA late in its existence, her
role was different from the earlier photographers. “The big
projects had been done. FDR’s ‘Third of a Nation.’ The Okies.
That kind of thing . . . but Roy, at the time I came into the
group, wanted to fill in, wanted pictures of lush America . . . to
use as contrast pictures.” Marion’s assignments were consequently directed toward the short subject and sampler variety,
rather than the large mosaics. 40 Securing contrast photographs
often took Marion to out-of-the-way places and placed her in
difficult situations. In the field she learned that there were many
social and cultural proscriptions that she had to be cautious
39. Ibid., July 5, 1939.
40. Interview with Marion Post Wolcott by Richard K. Doud, January 18,
1965, Mill Valley, California, Archives of American Art, Washington, DC,
10-11, (hereinafter referred to as Wolcott interview).
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about. Despite the relief, recovery, and reform activities taking
place under Franklin D. Roosevelt, Marion found the South still
to be isolated, backward, suspicious, intolerant, and resistant to
change.
Marion found that being a woman could create problems.
There were times when she felt that she did not command the
same respect accorded male photographers. She often encountered people who believed photography was “a man’s field, and
a man would automatically do a better job and be better equipped to do it.“41 Others were suspicious of a single woman traveling alone, staying in motels, and consorting with strange men.
She had to observe social conventions that made her work more
demanding. “When it was dark I had to eat my supper early
because I had to be home after dark and couldn’t go around to
the cafes or beer joints or anything or even to a local movie
because women, young women, didn’t do this, not even the
older ones, they just didn’t go out alone,” she reported. “I could
have been considered a prostitute or certainly a bad woman on
her way to damnation.“42
There were other times, however, when Marion found that
being a woman was an advantage. Many courtesies were extended to her as a matter of etiquette and propriety. She
capitalized on offers to help with her camera equipment and
car, and to escort her around. Marion used her femininity to
gain entry into places normally closed to outsiders. Her photographs inside a Mississippi juke joint provide a case in point. “I
had to take pictures of Negroes spending their cotton-picking
money and had some difficulty finding a man who was willing
to accompany me in because if an unintentional bump or accident or sudden remark about me should be made, they would
be expected to defend my honor and get into a fight.“43 She
prevailed, however, on the son of the plantation owner. “I
promised to go dancing with him afterward. So he said he would
take me in. We went to a couple of places.“44
Marion encountered hostility as a result of the earlier
documentary efforts of Margaret Bourke-White and Erskine
41. Wolcott interview, 14.
42. Post remarks, “FSA Commemorative Symposium,” and “The Sun and the
Shade.”
43. O’Neal, A Vision Shared, 175.
44. Post remarks, “FSA Commemorative Symposium,” and “The Sun and the
Shade.”

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol65/iss4/5

20

Snyder: Marion Post and the Farm Security Administration in Florida

MARION POST

477

Caldwell. Bourke-White, the noted photographer of Life and
Fortune magazines, and Caldwell, the controversial author of
Tobacco Road and God’s Little Acre, had spent several weeks in
1936 and 1937 traveling through nine southern states. As
Caldwell talked with impoverished residents about their many
problems, Bourke-White photographed the various ills of
Dixie’s forgotten people. In 1937, the collaborators published
You Have Seen Their Faces, a devastating broadside on southern
delinquencies. “Bourke-White . . . unknowingly and unintentionally caused me a lot of trouble in certain sections of the
South,” Marion revealed. “Many plantation owners, operators
and managers who thoroughly disapproved of her book . . .
mistrusted any other girl photographer and had to be convinced
I was not Bourke-White and had no intention of making similar
photographic documents.“45
Over the years Marion became known as the FSA photographer “hired by Stryker particularly, and almost exclusively,
to take photographs showing the fertility of the country, and
the beauty of the country, and to take pretty pictures.” While
Marion admitted that she was attracted to the countryside, she
considered her FSA work much more variegated and important
than simply taking beautiful pictures, and she resented being
stereotyped as a landscape photographer. She performed some
assignments “under protest,” and complained to Stryker about
becoming the FSA’s project person.46
In working for the FSA Marion recognized that she was part
of a large propaganda machine. She admitted taking photographs that she described as “FSA cheesecake,” pictures of the
most attractive and progressive features of programs and regions. “They were slanted,” Marion observed, “but so is any good
program, an effective one.“47 Marion believed in the social welfare principles of the New Deal, and wanted to be part of the
“social revolution of the thirties.” She felt that “the FSA
documentary project. . . was a wish to effect social and political
changes through visual means.“48
45.

Erskine Caldwell and Margaret Bourke-White, You Have Seen Their Faces
(New York, 1937); O’Neal, A Vision Shared, 176; Post Remarks, “FSA Commemorative Symposium.”
46. Post remarks, “FSA Commemorative Symposium.”
47. Wolcott interview, 8-9.
48. Ibid.
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Although Marion described her own work as “America the
beautiful,” she also insisted that it was no whitewash.49 She argued that FSA photographers had more freedom in assignments and editing than most staff photographers on periodicals.
While Stryker provided shooting scripts for the field, photographers had wide latitude in choosing subjects and settings.
Stryker was also very reasonable in determining which photographs to retain and print. When differences of opinion arose,
he gave photographers the opportunity to present their case.50
While Stryker wanted to emphasize the progressive nature
of the New Deal, and the upbeat side of America, Marion believed that he never intended to produce only sugar-coated
photographs. He showed concern for the have-nots of society,
paid attention to the underside of history, and refused to look
at the world through only rose-tinted glasses. He repeatedly
withheld FSA photographs from, for example, one-sided
museum exhibitions, even though the exposure would have
been great publicity for the FSA. “The Director wants sweet and
lovely ‘art’from us; the nicest of Walker Evans,” Stryker wrote
to Marion regarding one gallery’s request. “He will have to use
some of our brutal stuff or we won’t play ball.“51
Marion made her feelings known both in word and on film.
She wrote several letters to superiors castigating social workers,
bureaucrats, and federal programs for their shortcomings. Her
photographs not only documented conditions, but provided
commentary as well. A photograph of the Cartier store in West
Palm Beach on the corner of Hibiscus Avenue is an example of
the way Marion commented on social and economic inequalities
in Florida. Cartier was an exclusive jewelry store patronized
primarily by wealthy white clients. A strong sense of propriety
and affluence emanated from the reserved exterior of the building, the Cartier name elegantly inscribed over the doorway and
on the awnings, a circular clock with roman numerals above the
setback entrance, awnings shading plate glass window displays,
taxi cabs waiting curbside with doors open, and a couple of
white women fashionably attired standing beneath the shade of
the awnings window shopping. Parked curbside was a Negro49. Gene Thornton, “People Won Out Over Landscapes,” New York Times,
June 24, 1984.
50. Wolcott interview, 9.
5 1. Stryker to Post, December 27, 1938.
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operated pedal taxi, sometimes referred to as an “Afromobile,”
with a black man seated waiting in the sun for a fare. “By no
means are all the images strongly polemical. She was, after all,
working for the FSA,” Sally Stein has noted. “Yet one cannot
help noticing in her images the recurrent concern with such
difficult and persistently devisive issues as class and race.“52
During her FSA years, Marion became a seasoned professional. Despite the thousands of miles traveled and photographs
taken, she never ceased being surprised. “Jesus, what a country
this is,” she once confided to Stryker. “I continue to be startled
and shocked and amazed, no matter what I’ve expected.“53 The
backward conditions that she encountered in so many places
always seemed to surprise and impress her the most. “I didn’t
realize that it was still this way in this country, in the United
States.“54 FSA people were fond of saying that the agency “introduced Americans to America.“55 Marion Post played an important role in introducing Florida people, places, and events to
America, and she learned a great deal about herself and the
state in the process.
52.

Sally Stein, “Marion Post Wolcott: Thoughts on Some Lesser Known FSA
Photographs,” in James Alinder, ed., Marion Post Wolcott: FSA Photographs
(Carmel, CA, 1984), 4.
53. Post to Stryker, January n. d., 1939.
54. Wolcott interview, 16.
55. Stryker and Wood, In This Proud Land, 9.
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